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1 
Abstract 
 
This thesis examines the impact of the Coharie tribal community garden on the 
community it serves through different modes of activism so that the reader can better understand 
how food justice systems can impact and/or improve the quality of life in rural Native 
communities. It attempts to ​examine the structural context in which food and cultural identity 
coincide, specifically through an analysis of how​ an industrial agriculture system built on 
inequalities of race and class have influenced Native culture and ways of life for members of the 
Coharie Tribe. This work uses interviews and oral histories from members of the tribe to 
understand the garden’s impact as well as the community’s deep historical ties to agriculture, 
with a focus on the 1930s to present day. It also uses secondary sources in Southern food studies, 
Native and Southern history, and sociology. Through my analysis of interviews and secondary 
sources, I have mapped the garden’s impact through three main modes of activism: food justice, 
food sovereignty, and cultural preservation. Each of these has contributed to the access of 
healthy, affordable food to local tribal members, the ability of tribe to collectively decide what & 
how much is produced, and the preservation of Native foods, traditions, creativity, & community 
ties. This work reveals how practices in indigenous food sovereignty can help to alleviate 
historical trauma and rebuild community through shared cultural identity.  
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Introduction 
 
 
It seemed as though we were hopelessly lost. There were fourteen students crammed into 
a university-sanctioned van, along with sleeping bags, pillows, and overstuffed duffle bags 
packed in so tightly around us that we could barely move. The van was rolling slowly through a 
residential neighborhood, where each street lined with tidy brick houses looked identical to the 
last. We were halfway through our spring break adventure across the state of North Carolina, 
studying various food systems and farming practices from the coastal plains to the Blue Ridge 
mountains. We made several stops along the eastern part of the state, and on this particular day 
we were in Sampson County to help members of the Coharie tribe prepare potatoes for planting 
in their community garden. But we had no idea where we were or where we were supposed to be, 
so we continued to slowly circle the neighborhood.  
Eventually Tabitha Brewer, a member of the Coharie tribe, came to our rescue and slowly 
guided us to our destination in her pickup truck. We pulled up to one of the brick houses just as it 
began to rain. Filing out of the van, we entered the home of Chris Faircloth, the State Extension 
master gardener for the Coharie tribe’s garden. Our group spent the day elbow to elbow with 
about a dozen members of the tribe, forming small circles of folding chairs around enormous 
bags of sprouted potatoes. We were there to help prepare the spuds for planting in the garden, but 
as we sat, sliced, and chatted with those around us, we heard the personal histories of many tribal 
members who grew up in the rural area during segregation in the 1950s. This visit opened my 
eyes to the fact that there was a facet of Southern history and culture I knew almost nothing 
about. Native history and experiences were rarely acknowledged in any of my Southern history 
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classes, and if they were, they usually talked about Native people as if they did not exist in 
modern society.  
I took out my camera to document our activities as I’d done throughout the trip, and as I 
filmed I was gently pushed in a number of different directions, towards each person who had a 
story to tell: the elderly woman who had a cabinet overflowing with handmade quilts, the man 
who spent the first half of his life sharecropping with his family, the woman who created art to 
honor tribal members who served in the military. There was simply no way for me to record 
them all during our brief visit.  
As the last of the potatoes were being cut and our visit was nearing its end, we gathered 
together to share a large, delicious meal of fried chicken and home-cooked sides. I walked up to 
one of the men who had sat and talked with us for a long time about his experiences growing up 
during segregation and other childhood memories. I asked him if I could come back in the future 
to help record more stories if they were interested, since I had my own equipment. The man 
introduced himself to me as Greg Jacobs, and he encouraged me to come back to the community 
anytime.  
This meeting sparked my year-long partnership with the Coharie tribe. I have now taken 
several trips to Sampson County since then, visiting with community members, recording oral 
histories, and documenting workdays in the community garden. Through these experiences, I’ve 
come to understand that their garden goes far beyond its intended goal of simply feeding people: 
The land is a tool for food justice, but it also acts as a tool for food sovereignty, cultural 
preservation, and the healing of historical traumas within the indigenous community it serves.  
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Greg Jacobs is the tribal administrator of the Coharie tribe. He and Philip Bell work 
closely together on several initiatives that seek to build community and culture within the tribe. 
The garden is one of their biggest projects, along with an endeavor to clean and restore the Great 
Coharie Creek to its natural beauty in order to promote health, healing, and economic benefits in 
the community.  The Coharie American Indian Tribal Center, the hub of tribal activity, is located 
on U.S. 421, between the small cities of Dunn and Clinton in the Eastern sandhills of North 
Carolina. The landscape is flat, the soil is soft, sandy loam, and the roads are lined with acres 
upon acres of soybeans, tobacco, and hog houses. The Coharie Indians have lived in this area for 
centuries. Originally part of the aboriginal Neusiok Indian tribe that resided along the south 
portion of the lower Neuse river, they migrated to their present location most likely during the 
1730s due to both hostility from white settlers and inter-tribal disputes.  There are currently just 1
over three thousand enrolled tribal members, with about eighty percent of those living in Harnett 
and Sampson counties.  2
Less than a quarter of a mile from the tribal center is the large community garden, where 
produce is tended to year-round on a plot of land smaller than an acre. The garden, which was 
created around 2010, has grown steadily since its inception and now harvests tens of thousands 
of pounds of fresh produce each year. Its caretakers and volunteers plant an extensive variety of 
crops each season, but they always tend to focus on native crops and those regularly consumed in 
the community throughout history: potatoes, beans, peas, corn, kale, cabbage, squash, sorghum, 
watermelons, and more, all given away for free. The garden originated through the Healthy 
Native North Carolinians program of the American Indian Center at the University of North 
1 ​"History." Coharie Tribe. Accessed March 07, 2019. https://coharietribe.org/history/. 
2 ​Ibid. 
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Carolina at Chapel Hill, and since its conception it has become a space of community, 
spirituality, and physical therapy within the tribal community.  However, the garden’s origins 3
stem from a long history of discrimination and disenfranchisement that has affected the tribe for 
centuries.  
Although significant racial justice has been enacted in the South since the start of the 
twentieth century, minority groups in the region still face systemic racial discrimination through 
environmental racism, economic disparity, and food injustice and insecurity. Native Americans 
are not only consistently left out of the historical narrative of the Civil Rights movement, but 
they are also often left out of today’s discussion of civil rights issues even though these issues 
have a significant impact on Native communities. Many members of the Coharie tribe who are 
alive today remember not being allowed to sit at lunch counters in Clinton and having to attend 
under-resourced segregated schools, yet this impact on Native peoples is widely 
unacknowledged in school history books. 
Food is often seen as a powerful Southern resource in terms of creativity, community, 
economy, and identity, yet Native American foodways and traditions are often left out of this 
vision. This is ironic since the story of the South, and subsequently Southern food, begins with 
Native history and foodways. Native crops such as corn and tobacco dominated the new 
Southern economy ​three hundred years ago and continued to dominate the diet of the region in 
the subsequent years, but Native Americans, along with their history and foodways, are left out 
of today’s popular conceptions of the South.  ​While this is acknowledged in some writings on 4
3 ​The American Indian Healthy Eating Project in partnership with seven American Indian tribes in North Carolina. 
Tools for Healthy Tribes​.  Chapel Hill, NC; 2011. 
4 ​Green, Rayna. (n.d.). Mother Corn and the Dixie Pig: Native Food in the Native South. In ​The Larder: Food 
Studies Methods from the American South​. Pp. 156. 
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Southern foodways and history, Native narratives are still often left out of the region’s current 
food landscape and culture.  
I am interested in studying the Coharie tribal community garden and its mission because I 
want to find out what its holistic impact is on the community it serves to better understand how 
food justice systems can impact and improve the quality of life for rural minority and Native 
communities.  By working at the intersection of the fields of social studies, food studies, Native 
American history, and Southern history, this thesis seeks to understand the context of how this 
erasure of Native history and culture has impacted a specific community, and it also strives to 
incorporate Native voices into the current push for community gardening within the larger food 
justice and sovereignty movements.  
The Coharie tribe has long been affected by food insecurity, meaning they have limited 
access to healthy food. Over sixteen percent of Sampson County’s 63,000 residents are 
considered food insecure, and although data shows that Sampson County has a decent number of 
grocery stores and restaurants compared to its population, data also shows that the county’s adult 
diabetes and obesity rates have been rising steadily in recent years.  Despite the large agricultural 5
infrastructure surrounding the Coharie community, fresh, healthy food has long been hard to 
come by for many tribal members, especially for the elders with limited mobility and access. 
Native ​Historian Malinda Maynor Lowery of the Lumbee tribe  explains how food insecurity 6
developed in many Southern Indian communities: “After taking our land, white landlords 
routinely denied our sharecropping families enough land to grow gardens, and now our Indian 
5 ​Economic Research Service (ERS), U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). Food Environment Atlas. 
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-environment-atlas/ 
6 ​The Lumbee tribe is located predominantly in Robeson County, approximately 70 miles southwest of the Coharie 
tribe. The two counties have similar agricultural histories and economies.  
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communities are food deserts. Our new neighbors have appropriated the abundance our own 
ancestors cultivated, denied it to us, and then marginalized our influence on ‘their’ cuisine.”  ​The 7
Coharie face a similar situation to the Lumbee tribe. Most of the rich soil in Sampson County is 
used to produce pork and cash crops rather than fresh produce. The rural landscape is full of 
soybeans, hogs, tobacco, and even cotton, but it is lacking in diversified grocery stores, produce 
stands, farmers markets, and other methods of accessing fresh and healthy foods.  
According to the American Indian Healthy Eating Project at UNC Chapel Hill, 
“American Indians have long experienced disproportionately high mortality rates from 
diet-related chronic diseases compared to other Americans.”  Members of the tribe are using the 8
garden not only as a tool to improve healthy, affordable food access for tribal members, but also 
as a space for resistance, reclamation, and healing from the historical trauma they’ve faced. In 
the South especially, these health disparities in Native communities stem directly from a long 
history of power structures built upon a foundation of white supremacy.  
Systemic racism has not only contributed to health disparities within the tribe, but it has 
also historically caused the suppression of outward pride and celebration of cultures, which has 
resulted in them adapting many of their cultural practices over time. For this reason, they often 
challenge common perceptions of what Native American culture looks like, because these 
perceptions are based often based on stereotypes: “​Indians ​change​, like everyone else, but we 
remain Indians,” Lowery explains in her article on Lumbee foodways. “We remain Indians 
because instead of doing things the ‘original’ way, we do things the ​appropriate​ way, which is to 
7 ​Lowery, ​Malinda Maynor and Wood, Sarah. "As We Cooked, As We Lived: Lumbee Foodways." ​Southern 
Cultures​ 21, no. 1 (2015): 84-91. https://muse.jhu.edu/ (accessed March 10, 2019). p. 85. 
8 ​The American Indian Healthy Eating Project in partnership with seven American Indian tribes in North Carolina. 
Tools for Healthy Tribes​. Chapel Hill, NC; 2011. 
9 
say, we share, we remember, we retain our dignity, despite the stereotypes.”  Native Americans 9
were forced to participate in the genocide of their own culture, and now many who reside in the 
South find it hard to convince people of their identity and heritage because they don’t fit in with 
the narrow, stereotypical expectations of white people. The Coharie, like many other tribes, hold 
an annual powwow each year to celebrate their culture through dance, clothing, song, food and 
artisan crafts. They first started holding this event in 1969, because prior to this period it was not 
considered acceptable for them to celebrate their heritage openly in this manner.  ​Relations 10
between the tribe and the white population in Sampson have improved over time, but the 
lingering pain of historical trauma combined with current racial tensions caused by white 
supremacy in our country today show that justice and equality for indigenous groups like the 
Coharie are still works in progress.  
The garden, as well as the river initiative and other cultural projects the tribe has taken on 
in recent years, are radical acts of healing seeking to reclaim that celebration of culture as well as 
direct actions against these modes of systemic racism faced for centuries. While I use several 
secondary sources on Native health and history and other secondary sources on race, class, and 
methods of resistance in food justice, there is little overlap in scholarly literature between these 
two subjects. The sources on Southern foodways and methods of studying them are surprisingly 
lacking in Native voices and stories, although some of them have one or two relevant chapters. If 
the story of Southern food begins with Native foodways, why are they so often missing in 
Southern food history and narratives? Even today, as Native communities are still impacted by 
9 ​Wood, Sara, Malinda Maynor Lowery, Malinda Maynor Lowery, and Sara Wood. "As We Cooked, As We Lived: 
Lumbee Foodways." ​Southern Cultures ​21, no. 1 (2015): 84-91. doi:10.1353/scu.2015.0001. 
10 ​Oakley, Christopher Arris. Keeping the Circle: American Indian Identity in Eastern North Carolina, 1885–2004. 
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2005. pp. 103-104 
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historical oppression and disenfranchisement, how does this lack of representation in research, 
literature, and regional culture perpetuate systemic modes of power and subjugation?  
I explore these topics over three chapters focused on the themes of soil, sorghum, and 
water. These three work to sustain the garden in different capacities, and in each of them I 
explore three major themes relating to the community garden’s mission and impact. The soil 
chapter considers tribal identity and community tied to land and sense of place. I examine the 
tribe’s relationship to the deep agricultural history of the area, how this relationship has changed 
over time, and how agricultural shifts over time have impacted their connection to the land. I also 
explore how this connection relates back to the impact the garden has within the community in 
order to understand how geography and landscape contribute to the creation, upkeep, and 
successful yield of the garden. This chapter will ultimately explore how the garden has become a 
successful mechanism for food justice, sovereignty, and resistance for the tribe. 
Many of my secondary sources will include themes of racial and class issues in the South 
through the lens of food. Some of these sources provide historical context surrounding these 
issues, while others are current studies that seek to understand how communities are addressing 
these issues and using acts of resistance and food sovereignty to create their own spaces for 
justice and healing. I am avoiding works that tend to mysticize or romanticize Native foodways 
and cultures, and I am attempting to find as many sources as possible that are written by Native 
authors or by others who have a deep, intersectional, and expert understanding of Native history 
and culture. ​Cultivating Food Justice : Race, Class, and Sustainability ​edited by Alison Hope 
Alkon and Julian Algyeman, professors in sociology and urban policy and planning, 
respectively,​ highlights how racial and​ class discrimination influence food insecurity in different 
11 
ways, including how our society produces unfair methods for gaining access in the food 
production system, how certain modes of consumption are systematically denied, and what 
methods are being used by specific local and global food justice systems today. Insights by its 
authors are particularly helpful in connecting my oral histories with tribal members to a wider 
historical context of food justice. 
The garden aims to help curb health issues that disproportionately affect Native people, 
including diabetes and cardiovascular disease, by providing fresh and healthy foods that aren’t 
necessarily accessible in the area. These sources will shed light on the specific health benefits the 
garden can bring to the community and provide data that will show whether a community garden 
can truly help alleviate these issues. ​Native Americans: Cultural Diversity, Health Issues And 
Challenges, ​edited by Jerome Mendoza, has a wide scope, starting with the history of Manifest 
Destiny and how it displaced and traumatized Native people as a means to expla​in the root 
causes of health issues prevalent in Native communities today. ​I will also use literature that 
specifically highlights health disparities within North Carolina tribes, including ​Advancing 
Native Health in North Carolina Through Tribally Led Community Changes​, a journal article 
written in part by Randi Byrd, who has also helped guide me in this project. 
The sorghum chapter explores Coharie identity tied to family, culture, spiritual life, and 
community and how this identity influences the garden. It addresses what foodways contribute to 
Coharie culture and identity and how this culture and history influence the community garden as 
well. I examine why certain crops are grown, who gets to decide what is grown, and also what 
practices are involved in maintaining and sustaining the garden. I also use this chapter to take a 
deeper look into why sorghum was chosen as the main crop used to raise money for the garden. 
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This chapter seeks to address the ways the garden implements cultural and historical healing 
methods within the tribe and concludes that these methods are critical to the garden’s overall 
success.  
This chapter relies predominantly on oral history interviews, but it also uses secondary 
sources concerning how Native foodways and traditions. ​Keeping the Circle​ by historian and 
professor Christopher Oakley chronicles the histories and identities of different tribes in Eastern 
North Carolina since the 1880s, including the Coharie tribe, and offers insight to the history of 
Native North Carolinian foodways and agriculture. ​Trusting the Culture in our Food​, a 
dissertation by Lois Lorraine Stephens studies how reintroducing traditional indigenous 
agricultural practices can help provide economic and environmental sustainability for tribes. 
The final chapter on water addresses tribal identity and community connected to water 
(the Great Coharie river in particular) along with the environmental racism that has occurred at 
the water’s edge over the last century. It examines what the water means to the Coharie tribe, its 
significance in relation to the garden, and how the tribe historically relied on the nearby water for 
food resources. I explore how the geography and agricultural influence of the region tie into this, 
and how this environmental racism has changed over time since the early 20th century. This 
chapter to ties my research back to themes of food sovereignty, racial justice, and environmental 
justice.  
Through my research, I use oral history interviews and field research I have conducted in 
partnership with the tribe to attempt to understand the intersection of health issues, systemic 
racism in rural areas of the South. I want to use this research and knowledge shared with me to 
better understand how a community can build its own food justice system in the face of 
13 
widespread, historical disenfranchisement and oppression, the impact of the garden on the 
community’s health, both physical health and the widespread, cultural and social health and 
wellbeing of the entire community. I aim to research and measure this impact through qualitative 
oral history interviews and observation of gardeners and volunteers in action.  
This thesis is by no means an attempt to chronicle the history of the tribe, although their 
history is critical to many of the issues discussed. This is also not an analysis of the economy or 
agricultural landscape of Sampson County, although those too are important to this story. I am 
documenting and sharing these stories because learning this firsthand history from tribal 
members through working with them in the garden has given me a greater understanding of 
Southern history and Native culture than any class has ever been able to do. I want to share these 
experiences and what I’ve learned with others so that more work can be done to acknowledge, 
understand, and preserve these histories.  
I was born and raised in North Carolina, but I was never educated about our state’s 
Native history, or even told that there were still Native communities that still exist here today. It 
is clear that Native history within the state is not only left out of our school’s curriculums, but 
over time white supremacy has worked systematically to virtually erase Native people and their 
history in nearly all facets of history and media. Thankfully, there are now many activists, 
scholars, educators, and community leaders who are working to change that. In sharing these 
histories from Coharie tribal members here, I hope to contribute to the growing movement to 
incorporate more Native voices and experiences into our common understanding of America’s 
history. This thesis, along with my recorded interviews, will be given the tribe to use  and 
preserve them as they wish. 
14 
It’s been a year since I first visited Sampson County during my spring break trip. Over 
the course of that year, I’ve traveled back to visit the garden and tribal center, meeting many 
Coharie tribal members, spending time with them, and listening to their stories. During my last 
visit, I spent a sunny morning in the garden with several others, planting long rows of potatoes 
and onions. We slowly made our way from one end of the garden to the other, and then back 
again. We planted the vegetables deep within the rich soil, knowing it would bring a bountiful 
harvest. 
  
15 
Chapter One: Soil 
 
 
If one wants to make sense of the landscape in which the Coharie people reside, one must 
drive through town and around the backroads to see the churches, neighborhoods, and other 
institutions that comprise the community. Most importantly, though, is the soil and what grows 
in it that reveal how this landscape came to be. So, during one of my visits, Philip Bell took me 
for a ride in his truck through the miles and miles of farmland surrounding the tribal center to tell 
me about the area’s history. We passed by thick forests, vast expanses of soybean and tobacco 
fields, and the banks of the Great Coharie Creek, commonly referred to as the river by locals. 
Many indigenous artifacts have been found in these fields and on the banks of this river 
throughout the years. This past summer, a man waded into the river and pulled out a canoe 
estimated to be hundreds of years old. The Coharie have a long, deep-rooted connection to this 
land, but it has been challenged by the pressures and traumas they’ve faced since European 
settlers began to colonize it.  
 
Small Farming Communities  
 
The story of Native Americans living in what would become North Carolina has been 
predominantly that of removal, from tribes like the Tuscarora in the 1710s to the most well 
known Cherokees in the 1830s. But indigenous people in the South who were not removed from 
their land endured a different type of erasure, according to folklorist and Native American 
historian Rayna Green: “Fragmented into small isolated communities, impoverished, collectively 
landless for the most part, with no federal treaties and a continuing lack of federal recognition, 
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they most often ‘disappeared’ as Indians. They kept what they could of the old ways and blended 
through intermarriage and interaction, as they always had done, with white and black folks, with 
Christians, with English-speakers… Indian extinction had not succeeded; marginalization had.”  11
Because the post-Civil War South’s politics were so focused on issues between black and white 
people, Native people were pushed to the farthest margins of the region’s society and, 
consequently, its history. Tribes were forced to adapt to ways of living very different from their 
own, and this typically led to the dispersion and isolation of tight-knit communities and kinship 
networks throughout the landscape.  
As Philip and I drove past long stretches of forests and fields, we passed a cluster of 
houses an area called Marsh Branch, or Mash Branch after the swampy creek that runs nearby. 
These houses compose one of the several Indian living communities that comprise Coharie land 
in Sampson, which are not formal neighborhoods but are instead areas where many tribal 
members, especially extended families, have chosen to live in close proximity to each other.  12
Philip explained to me the irony of the fact that much of this land was sold to tribal members by 
Henry Vann, a prominent white farmer and social figure who hailed from Clinton. If he had 
decided to sell it to another white man instead, the tribe most likely would not have been able to 
reside on their own land. “All the land to the right’s been owned by Indians for years. The 
crossroads,” he says as he points to the upcoming intersection, “back in the day there wasn’t a 
whole lot here. This piece of land right here was owned by Henry Vann, too. Henry Vann was 
the largest landowner in the county for a number of years. He’s the man who donated the 
11 ​Green, Rayna. (n.d.). Mother Corn and the Dixie Pig: Native Food in the Native South. In ​The Larder: Food 
Studies Methods from the American South​. Pp. 159. 
12 ​There are other Coharie communities in neighboring Harnett county, and they have a separate Indian Association 
located in Dunn. 
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property for the school to us. […]  Well Glenn Jones, who’s the son of Tom Willie Jones, 
Glenn’s granddaddy owned bunches of land back to our right back there and pieces of land right 
here. Over time Glenn has been able to purchase the land that his daddy owned and his 
granddaddy. He’s bought just about all of it back, plus the Henry Vann property here. But Glenn 
farms, and he farms hogs and turkeys.”  13
In the years following the Great Depression, cotton played a significantly smaller role in 
the landscape, yet tobacco continued reign as a cash crop in the area.  The loss of cotton created 14
an economic vacuum in the county that needed to be filled, and with so much flat land and rich 
soil, it made sense that agriculture would continue to dominate the region going forward. 
Sharecropping and tenant farming eventually gave way to more industrial practices, as 
significant technological advancements in farm machinery were made throughout the twentieth 
century. This in turn encouraged farmers using this machinery to purchase more land to increase 
production, and this rush to consolidate effectively put many small farmers out of work. 
 
The Pork Problem 
 
Further down the road, Philip asked me if I’ve ever been to a hog or turkey farm before. I 
explained to him that I’ve been around plenty of poultry farms growing up in Union County, and 
I have seen a couple of sustainable hog operations, but nothing representative of a typical hog 
farm. “Here, I’ll show you one,” he responded, suddenly taking a sharp right turn down a gravel 
road. We drove through the center of a couple of cow fields, where a few long, white barns 
13 ​Bell, Philip Interview. 2018​.  
14 ​Ferris, Marcie Cohen. ​The Edible South​. University of North Carolina Press, 2013. p. 103 
18 
resided at the end of the path. “Glenn just bought this property here probably ten, twelve years 
ago. When Henry Vann died, it had went to his daughter, who married an insurance man in 
Clinton named Austin. And then Austin died and they left the property to their daughter and son. 
And Glenn, he’d known them and kept in contact with them for years, and she asked me if he 
was interested in buying it because they wanted to sell and move to Raleigh or somewhere. So he 
was able to buy that piece of property.”  15
I peered into one of the long turkey barns to see thousands of birds bustling around and 
climbing over each other. Philip said they were about three or four weeks old now, and Glenn 
will keep them anywhere from 18-22 weeks before they’re ready to sell. We then walked over to 
the hog houses, which were also filled to the brim with young pigs who barely any space to 
move in the confines of their pens. “Glenn will tell you, this is the best thing to ever happen to 
him right here, the hogs. He has made ​a lot ​of money on these houses.” After looking around for 
a bit, we jumped back into the truck and continued down the road.  
Hogs​ were an integral part of Southern agriculture for white settlers during the colonial 
period, and during the antebellum subsistence economy the pig became the “supreme food 
animal.”  While cotton typically paid for the land and corn provided most of the food in the 16
region, white Southern farmers saw hogs as as a status symbol,  and “pork was the food item he 
sought with more vigor than any other.”  ​Pork did not become a staple of Native Southerners’ 17
diets until the late eighteenth century, decades after pigs were introduced to the land by European 
settlers.​ ​Rayna Green acknowledges that women were the primary farmers of southern Native 
15 ​Bell, Philip Interview.  2018. 
16 ​Hilliard, Sam Bowers. ​Hog Meat and Hoecake : Food Supply in the Old South, 1840-1860​, University of Georgia 
Press, 2014. Pp 77.  
17 I​bid. 
19 
tribes at this time, and at first they “resisted the feral beasts that ravaged their fields and crops.”  18
They eventually accepted the animals as a food source and, like other southerners, learned to use 
pigs not only as their main meat source but also a source of cooking grease, side meat, and 
flavoring. “They ‘nativized’ the once-alien animal, just as the newcomers once normalized and 
accepted the American animals and plants new to them, and incorporated pig into dishes 
featuring Mother Corn alone,” Green explains. “These foods remain some of those most beloved 
by southern Indians.​”  ​Today, the landscape surrounding the Coharie tribe is characterized by 19
massive hog farming operations. Even in less rural parts of the county like the city of Clinton, 
the sidewalks are lined with signs advocating for the protection of local agriculture, with slogans 
like “No farms, no food,” “Save our farms,” and “Support NC hog farmers” posted outside of 
empty storefronts. 
Eastern North Carolina has long been the crux of the state’s profitable hog farming 
economy, but it only became the dominant industry in the region after the loss of cotton, as 
tenant farming and sharecropping gave way to large farm consolidation. As a result, not only is 
the region inundated with factory farms, but it is also home to a large number of processing 
plants as well. In ​The Edible South​, Marcie Cohen Ferris ​writes about how these huge 
commercial operations dominating southern agribusiness today originated in this period when 
farmers were encouraged to “get big or get out” of the industry: To keep their livelihoods, 
farmers would have to invest in more land, chemical fertilizers, and mechanization.  As the 20
USDA began to provide farm loans and other services to make this a possibility, they tended to 
18 ​Green, R. (n.d.). Mother Corn and the Dixie Pig: Native Food in the Native South. In ​The Larder: Food Studies 
Methods from the American South​. Pp. 158. 
19 ​Ibid. 
20 ​Ferris, Marcie Cohen. ​The Edible South​. University of North Carolina Press, 2013. Pp. 105. 
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favor white farmers over black and other minority farmers.  These discriminatory practices 21
resulted in a vast majority of these operations being owned by white farmers and businessmen, 
who often profited from a mainly working class, minority employee base. 
Philip, who is retired from the USDA, explained to me that North Carolina’s three chief 
economic markets are agriculture, the military, and tourism, respectively. “In Sampson County, 
the only tourism we have pretty much is Hubb’s farm down here, and then we have some fairly 
decent restaurants and a couple of bed and breakfasts.  But other than that, we don’t have any 22
tourism, and we don’t have the military dollars, like Fort Bragg and Wayne County.”  
“But we do have a lot of hogs. A lot of hogs and turkeys, and I guess that makes up the 
difference.” He paused in thought for a moment before continuing. “It would not surprise me 
that​— ​it probably won’t happen in my lifetime, but the next generation, something will take the 
place of hog operations like they are right now. They’re going to determine that this is too much 
for the land, and they’ll start buying them out and closing them down.” 
In the 1990s, the number of hogs produced in the state increased dramatically, coinciding 
with a severe drop in the number of hog farms.  Most of this hog population growth was 23
centered in Sampson County, Duplin County, and the immediate surrounding area.  During this 24
vast expansion, the Coharie tribe and other local residents began to experience negative 
environmental effects that came with the dense hog population and increasing number of open 
21 ​Petty, Adrienne Monteith. ​Standing Their Ground: Small Farmers in North Carolina since the Civil War​. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2013. p. 191 
22 ​Hubb’s is a family owned and operated attraction farm and corn maze located just a few miles north of the tribal 
center on U.S. 421.  
23 ​Furuseth, Owen J. "Hog Farming in Eastern North Carolina." ​Southeastern Geographer ​41, no. 1 (May 2001): 
53-64. doi:10.1353/sgo.2001.0006. 
24 ​EWG. "Exposing Fields Of Filth: Locations of Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations in North Carolina by 
County." Environmental Working Group. June 21, 2016. 
https://www.ewg.org/interactive-maps/2016_north_carolina_animal_feeding_operations_bycounty.php. 
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hog waste lagoons, the contents of which are typically sprayed over fields as fertilizer. In 2018, a 
jury awarded $25 million to a couple living in neighboring Duplin County as a result of their 
case against Smithfield Foods, the leading hog producer in the world, for the health and 
environmental damages caused by “the swarms of flies, stench, rumbling trucks and other 
downsides of the hog farm next door.”   25
There are also other hog industry hazards affecting quality of life that go beyond the 
farms.​ ​The Lundy Packing Company, a hog processing facility built by Burrows Lundy in 
Clinton after selling his other company in Pennsylvania in 1948, would become the first 
federally inspected meat packing business in the state. The plant opened in 1950 and began to 
build their employee base mainly from former farmers in the area. As it became harder for 
people to make money from cash crops like cotton and tobacco, Lundy’s became the main 
economic opportunity for many tribal members. In the early 1990s, the company came under fire 
for a brucellosis outbreak, a serious disease with flu-like symptoms that has largely been 
eradicated.  The plant was also fined in 1997 for not following odor containment regulations.  26 27
Today, Lundy’s packing currently exists as Smithfield Packing Co, and it still employs a large 
number of people in the area.   28
Yet although these industrial farms brought with them severe environmental hazards and 
monopolized much of the landscape, many residents see them as providers, especially since they 
are one of the few sources of jobs in the area. These businesses have created a complex 
25 ​Blythe, Anne. "Jury Awards More than $25 Million to Duplin County Couple in Hog-farm Case." ​The News & 
Observer​, June 29, 2018. https://www.newsobserver.com/news/local/article214096384.html. 
26 ​Kilborn, Peter. "Once-Tamed Disease Fells Workers On Pork Packing Plant's Killing Floor." ​The New York 
Times​, September 27, 1993. 
27 ​White, V. A. “Lundy packing company fined for odor.”​ Fayetteville Observer, June 04. 1997. 
28 ​"Laureate Annabelle Lundy Fetterman (1921 - ) Inducted 2003." North Carolina Business History - Agriculture. 
Accessed March 07, 2019. http://www.historync.org/laureate - Annabelle Fetterman.htm. 
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relationship between themselves and the those who interact with them, either as neighbors, 
employees, or both. It is also important to note that these farms, at their beginnings, were some 
of the main benefactors of historical racial biases that ensured minority farmers would be pushed 
out.  
 
Memories of Sharecropping and Tenant Farming 
 
Philip and I ended our drive at the house of Raeford and Laura Strickland, a married 
couple who live just across the road from the Tribal Center. Both of them grew up in Sampson 
county in the 1940s and 50s, just a short distance across a field from each other. As we sat 
around their kitchen table, Raeford remembered the harsh challenges of working in agriculture 
before there was common access to tractors and other technologies that have simplified planting 
and harvesting: “My early years, I had to work like a slave, s’what you might say. I had a one 
row tractor. It was called a cub tractor. And I’d sit on that thing and go to work in the morning, 
and I’d work ‘til twelve o’clock at night.” 
I asked if he could elaborate on what farming was like when he was young, back in the 
1940s and 1950s. “Where do you want me to start,” he asked, “way back yonder? About the 
mule, or about the tractor?” Philip told him to go ahead and start with the mule. “My daddy used 
to put me in the field, breaking land and I guess up where Glenn’s hogs houses is, I had all that. 
And all that land, I remember my daddy would give me a mule and a breaking plow, or turning 
plow. But it’s amazing, I couldn’t do it now, now that we’ve moved onto a tractor.”   29
29 ​Strickland, Raeford Interview. July 31, 2018.  
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Nearly five out of six farms across the state failed in the 1950s, consequently leading to a 
huge loss in the number of farmers.  Federal subsidies administered by the Eisenhower 30
administration during this era sought to assist these struggling farms, but ultimately they only 
helped a specific demographic: Young, white, university-educated farm owners who “assumed 
the reins of family farms and transformed them into modern, family-run agribusinesses.”  31
Before this rapid transformation of farm consolidation, nearly two-thirds of farmers in the South 
were either sharecroppers or tenants who on average made less than $1,000 annually.  32
Tenant farmers and sharecroppers of all races found themselves struggling to access 
enough sustenance for themselves and their families. Many of them survived off of what rural 
sociologist Rupert Vance called the “three M diet” of meat, meal, and molasses.  At one point 33
during our visit with Raeford, Philip recalled not knowing that people regularly ate peppers 
because they grew them on the farm to sell, but couldn’t find them or afford to buy them at the 
store. Although these farmers and their families produced the food and commodities that drove 
the nation’s economy, they were unable to adequately feed or clothe themselves on the incomes 
they received, if they even made a profit to begin with. Many of them remained indebted to the 
land owners who hired them because they were forced to pay large for the resources and capital 
they needed in order to grow their crops.  
While all contract farmers during this period faced significant hardships, these struggles 
were compounded for Black and Native farmers who also faced severe racial discrimination 
through both policy and society. In the southeast region of North Carolina, many Native 
30 ​Petty, Adrienne Monteith. ​Standing Their Ground: Small Farmers in North Carolina since the Civil War​. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2013. p.163. 
31 ​Ibid.  
32 ​Ferris, Marcie Cohen. ​The Edible South​. University of North Carolina Press, 2013. p. 98 
33 ​Ibid. ​p. 168 
24 
American farmers fell victim to intentional land grabs: “Outside investors, large commercial 
farmers, and lumber company executives loaned them money on terms they could not possibly 
meet, then expanded and consolidated large plantations or other enterprises at the expense of 
dispossessed farmers.”   34
Raeford eventually left farming to work for Lundy’s Packing Company. When asked 
what the differences were between these two occupations, his answer was simple: the money. 
The packing company provided better opportunities for job security, raises, and overall financial 
stability. He said he’d never forget the time he received his first pink little slip of paper that 
indicated he’d received a five cent raise. Although the work could be just as grueling as farming 
was, the increased income made working at the packing company a much more attractive job for 
local laborers. When faced with the option of “get big or get out,” Lundy’s provided farmers who 
couldn’t get big a chance to get out and find a more stable source of income.  
When we arrived back at the Tribal Center, I chatted with Philip’s older brother Danny 
Bell, who also has vivid memories of their rural upbringing in the 1950s. Their mother was a 
teacher at the schoolhouse (which would eventually become the Tribal Center), while their father 
worked in agriculture. “My father was a tenant farmer, a sharecropper,” Danny explained. “My 
father and the owner of the land split the expenses of growing the crop and then split the cash at 
the end of the year.”  His father was also a sportsman who fished and hunted wild game to 35
provide for the family. When I asked about his early memories growing up in Sampson County, 
the first memories that came to him were of food and family. “We had a garden behind the 
house, in which we grew different vegetables: always butter beans, snap beans, peas, sweet corn, 
34 ​Petty, Adrienne Monteith. ​Standing Their Ground: Small Farmers in North Carolina since the Civil War​. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2013. pp. 113 
35 ​Bell, Danny Interview. 31 July 2018. 
25 
just a variety of vegetables for canning and freezing. On the farm it was tobacco, corn, 
sometimes cotton, once in a while. Sometimes cucumbers or pickles.” He remembers his 
family’s garden fondly, and he sees the current tribal community garden as a way to preserve the 
traditions of the tribe that center around growing and harvesting food.  
 
Healing the Soil 
 
The community garden’s model of preservation is not necessarily unique to the Coharie 
tribe. Other Native communities “have begun again to raise, catch, and market crops and critters 
long associated with them but just as long ago replaced” to revive their own cultural histories and 
economies.  Although the garden resides on a small plot of land among thousands of acres of 36
industrialized agriculture, it acts as both a tool of cultural preservation as well as a tool of 
resistance to the changes in the landscape that arrived with white colonizers. The field of food 
studies often focuses on the relationships between food and cultural identity, but it rarely 
considers the structural contexts surrounding these relationships. In modern America, this 
context consists of “an environmentally and socially destructive centralized agribusiness system 
in which race and class inform inequalities of material resources and decision-making power.”  37
Native people were forced to adapt to a society that saw food as a commodity rather than a 
source of life: In their assimilation, many were taught to acknowledge food as simply 
nourishment for the physical self, rather than for the mind and spirit, too.  
36 ​Green, Rayna. Mother Corn and the Dixie Pig: Native Food in the Native South. In ​The Larder: Food Studies 
Methods from the American South​. (2013.) p. 155 
37 ​Alkon, Alison Hope, and Agyeman, Julian, eds. Cultivating Food Justice : Race, Class, and Sustainability. 
Cambridge: MIT Press, 2011. Accessed March 15, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central.​ ​pp. 12-13 
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Coharie tribal members have complete autonomy over what is grown in the garden, and 
have expanded the reach of the garden each year. When it was first implemented, the garden was 
a small plot located in the yard behind the center. It focused on growing Native American crops 
that were historically significant to the tribe, including the “three sisters” of squash, maize, and 
beans. Now, the garden grows fresh food across multiple sites, and it brings together many 
members from both in and outside of the community to plant, cultivate, harvest, and celebrate 
together throughout each year. It is more than just a garden: It is a tool of cultural preservation, 
community building, and food justice set within a landscape that has been crafted to suppress all 
three of these. 
Although the garden seems like a small beacon of hope in a sea of oppressive industrial 
agriculture, this type of organizing is necessary to enact change. The many lawsuits filed against 
Smithfield foods resulted in the passing of the North Carolina Farm Act, which restricts the 
ability of rural residents to bring future claims to court.  And, as mentioned before, many people 38
see these corporations as providers for the community, even if they also understand their lasting 
negative impacts, because the farms are what drive the local economy. 
Studying the history of how this landscape came to be is critical to understanding how 
colonization, modern agriculture, and systemic racism have impacted the Coharie tribe over 
time. Small portions of their land were given back to them by a white man who had enough 
power and money to return them on a whim, while still keeping enough of it to continue his own 
profitable farming operations. The community garden aims to connect the tribe back to their land 
38 ​Blythe, Anne. Jury awards more than $25 million to Duplin County couple in hog-farm case. ​News & Observer​. 
June 29. 2018. Accessed March 10, 2018. https://www.newsobserver.com/news/local/article214096384.html 
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and soil through more traditional indigenous cultivation practices, as well as through communal 
fellowship in growing food together.  
Each time I visit the garden during a workday, someone inevitably ends up talking about 
the soil: the way it feels between one’s fingertips, the way one’s feet sink into the sandy earth 
below them. Both the children and adults who work in the garden agree that there is something 
healing about digging one’s hands deep into the earth. Although the soil of Sampson County has 
endured centuries of intensive agricultural use and environmental degradation, it remains rich 
and resilient. It provides the garden with enough nutrients to produce high yielding harvests each 
year, but more than that, it helps the Coharie connect with their traditions and history. In the fall, 
the garden’s soil is filled from one end to the other with a variety of plants that hold significance 
for the tribe, but the crop that fills up most of that space is one that has a particular importance: 
Sorghum.  
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Chapter Two: Sorghum 
 
I was speeding down a winding country road, slowing only around the sharpest curves or 
as large tractor trailers threatened to cross over the double yellow lines into my lane. I had been 
to Sampson County twice already during that warm, sunny week in mid-October, and on this 
third and final visit I was rushing to witness the final results of a laborious, days-long process. 
On that Monday, Greg Jacobs had called me to relay that the annual sorghum harvest was 
happening sooner than expected due to weather concerns. “We’re gonna harvest tomorrow 
morning, and you’re gonna wanna be here for it,” he explained somewhat urgently over the 
phone. Early the next morning I was on the road, heading toward a weeklong experience of 
learning to turn sorghum to syrup. 
We spent Tuesday morning in the expansive rows of the Coharie community garden, 
stripping the sorghum stalks of their leaves before harvesting the crop with machetes. Within a 
couple of hours, the third of an acre plot was thinned and ready to be chopped down, but the 
work was paused for a much needed pizza break. As we ate around the boxes piled in the back of 
a pickup truck, people talked about the arrowheads and other indigenous artifacts they’d recently 
come across in the banks of the nearby Coharie river. Many of these people had grown up 
together, while others were members of other tribes who were invested in supporting Native 
culture and the future of the garden. After lunch, the work recommenced with force and 
precision until the plot was cleared. 
I drove back down to Sampson County a couple days later to watch the much less labor 
intensive but incredibly precise process of turning the harvested stalks into syrup. After driving 
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down a long, seemingly endless road, I turned a curve to find an old wooden schoolhouse on my 
left: I had arrived at McDaniels Crossroads in Roseboro, North Carolina. Greg guided me to one 
of the buildings in the back of the schoolyard, which was a long shed-like construction with a 
roof supported by outer beams on one side, and a more enclosed area with windowed walls on 
the other. In the open area, a couple of men were hard at work feeding the stalks into an ancient 
looking mill powered by an old tractor idling in place. As the stalks were pushed through one 
side, their crushed remnants spewed out the other into a messy heap. At the center of the 
machine was a small spigot, where a continuous stream of fluorescent green juice flowed into a 
five gallon bucket placed underneath. 
Once the bucket was filled, it was hoisted up by a lanky, spry older white man who took 
it to the back of the shack, where the walls were built around a large square metal vat that sat on 
a brick structure which supported it above a kerosene flame. He poured the juice into the vat, 
which was beginning to reach its capacity. The man introduced himself as John Matthews, and 
without much more in the way of polite conversation, he eagerly jumped right into telling me 
everything he knew about the syrup-making process. Matthews grew up in Sampson county and 
became a self-taught syrup maker in the late 1990s. “Two years I practiced, and I learned a 
whole lot,” he explained as he monitored the vat. After becoming adept at the process, he 
continued making syrup for the next twenty years. It’s become a central part of his life, and 
Matthews assists the Coharie Tribe each fall with his resources and expertise in producing their 
value added syrup. Next year, though, the Coharie plan to have their own mill on site at the 
Tribal Center.  
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Once the basin is filled to the brim with the cane juice, there’s not much left to do but 
wait. It takes the better part of a day for the juice to boil down to the perfect consistency. The 
process requires patience and encourages leisure: Lawn chairs were pulled into a loose circle 
under the shack’s roof, and attendees sat around sharing memories and lighthearted conversation. 
Others showed up throughout the day; some of them were members of the tribe, while others 
were family members and friends of Matthews and his wife. Greg took a count for lunch, and 
later returned with bottles of Coke and hamburgers for everyone.  
The only two who seemed unable to sit back and relax were Matthews and Chris 
Faircloth, the Coharie community garden’s master gardener, who was watching Matthews’ every 
move, learning from his techniques. Making the best syrup requires constant supervision while 
heating. As it boils, residue rises to the top, and it must be continuously and strategically 
removed using skimmers to prevent the final product from becoming bitter and unappetizing. On 
the last day of the week-long process, I arrived at the Crossroads just in time to watch the end of 
the process and see the juice turn into dark, rich sorghum syrup. The boiling vat had ​just ​reached 
its peak temperature of 234 degrees Fahrenheit, and Matthews turned the flame off to let it cool. 
Several people eagerly gathered around, and as soon as the syrup cooled enough to touch, people 
dipped their fingers in and started skimming off the top. In everyone’s excitement, no one 
thought to bring a spoon.  
It wasn’t just the golden brown syrup’s delicious taste that made it so irresistible, but the 
sweetener also had deep, significant cultural and familial meanings for those gathered around it. 
The act of coming together to make the syrup itself was a revival of a childhood ritual for many 
in attendance. The aromas, the taste, the traditions, and process all brought with them endless 
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stories and memories, so much so that it seemed as though people literally couldn’t contain them. 
As we filled up on syrup, the memories flowed out. This was far more than just a process of 
making syrup: it was a process of healing and remembrance, too.  
A few members of the tribe continued to take turns tasting the dark golden remnants left 
the pan after it was drained into a large metal pail. One member took a jar and began to collect 
the foamy substance left behind. Matthews rushed over to explain that this was ​not ​a part of his 
process, since the foam disrupts the taste and purity of high grade syrup. They didn’t care as 
much about the technicalities or purity of the syrup: They just wanted to make sure nothing went 
to waste. Master gardener Chris Faircloth explained to me the crop’s significance for the Coharie 
earlier this summer as we walked through a row of the plant that reached our shoulders. In the 
past, Native communities who grew sorghum used nearly every part of the plant for various 
purposes to ensure that nothing was wasted. The leaves were used to make brooms or stuff 
pillows and dolls, the grain bundle at the top could be popped like corn, and the pulverized 
remnants of freshly squeezed stalks were composted. 
 
Sorghum’s Southern History 
 
There is no documentation of sweet sorghum in the United States until 1850, around the 
same time sugarcane prevailed as the country’s sweetener of choice. Sorghum became a popular 
sweetener in across the country for a number of reasons, including the fact that it was seen by 
many in the North as a way to break the dependence on the sugar trade that was dominated by 
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the inhumane sugarcane plantations of the South and the Caribbean.  Its popularity continued to 39
grow over the next decade: “When the Civil War effectively destroyed the flow of sugar from 
Louisiana and Florida to the North in 1861, and after the Battle of Vicksburg in 1863, sorghum 
became the sweetener of choice across the divided nation.”  However, by the late 1800s its 40
popularity was diminished by sugarcane and beet sugar, both of which were much easier to 
transform into granulated sugar. Yet sorghum remained popular throughout the South well into 
the twentieth century. One of the most significant reasons for this was that many southerners 
were poor farmers who simply couldn’t afford to buy sugar, but they could afford to grow a 
small patch of sorghum amidst their other crops. Sorghum also grows better farther north than 
cane sugar, which thrives in tropical areas south of the U.S., so the sorghum crops in the South 
were more likely to flourish. 
Poor farmers throughout the South found themselves trying to survive on meager rations 
of food during the Great Depression. Sociologist Rupert Vance referred to the foods found in a 
typical farmer’s diet as the “Three M’s,” a combination of meal, meat, and molasses.  In many 41
places, this molasses was actually sorghum, and out of the three staples, it was the most 
nutritious item on most plates. In ​The Edible South​, Dr. Marcie Cohen Ferris explains that the 
sweetener was eaten thrice a day by poor Southerners for its vitamin content, and “was especially 
important for growing children, pregnant women, nursing women, and women who became 
iron-deficient during their menstrual cycles.”  Essentially, it was used throughout the region as a 42
homegrown multivitamin. 
39 ​Lundy, Ronni. ​Sorghum’s savor.​ Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2015. p. 13 
40 ​Ibid. 
41 ​Ferris, M. C. (2014). ​The edible south : the power of food and the making of an american region ​. p. 168 
42 ​Ibid. ​pp. 129-130 
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Until the later half of the twentieth century, sorghum was a popular crop in the gardens of 
many Coharie. The syrup was an economical replacement for sugar when money was tight, 
which was often for many rural families in the days between the Great Depression and the end of 
segregation. Syrup making became a part of their culture and an integral space for community 
fellowship, but it faded as a result of industrialized agriculture and easier access to cheaper 
commercial goods in groceries and chain stores.Typically only one or two farmers in the area 
would have a mill to grind the stalks, so families would come from miles around to gather at the 
mill after harvest, pile their stalks together, spend time with each other while the syrup was 
cooking, and then split the finished product amongst themselves. The Coharie community garden 
has brought back this tradition. Sorghum is the only crop in the garden that is sold rather than 
given away. It is a means of financial stability for the garden, but it also acts as a critical tool of 
cultural preservation and celebration. 
 
Preserving the Pride in Culture 
 
The tribe has had to suppress many aspects of their culture in order to assimilate to the 
expectations of the white society surrounding them. ​Oftentimes, they were only able to express 
their identity through isolating themselves from persecution: “In the late 1800s Indians living in 
eastern North Carolina responded to Jim Crow segregation by separating themselves from 
others,” writes historian Christopher Oakley. “For the first three decades of the twentieth 
century, Native Americans continued to live in small interrelated farming communities, to 
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worship in their own churches, and to send their children to their own schools.”  The Coharie 43
had to isolate themselves from others to preserve their culture and avoid prejudice, but because 
of this they created an intimate, intergenerational tight-knit community. The tribe was not 
officially recognized by the state of North Carolina until the later decades of the century, but 
their cohesiveness as a group while simultaneously being separated from the rest of society led 
them to find strong bonds in their tribal heritage. 
The syrup is sold throughout the year to raise funds to support the garden, but a large 
portion of it is sold during the annual powwow that takes places behind the tribal center. The 
Coharie Pow Wow, which showcases American Indian drumming, singing, dancing, food, and 
arts and crafts from many local tribes, began in 1969 as a way to revive and preserve Coharie 
and Native American cultural practices. ​Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, many North Carolina 
Indians started digging deeper into their histories to make “a more intense effort to both preserve 
and exhibit their Indian cultural traditions” in different ways, including looking “inward for the 
cultural traditions within their own communities that had survived into the late twentieth 
century.​”  ​Native cultures also became more celebrated (and often appropriated) throughout 44
America in the 1960s and 1970s due to cultural shifts, especially the anti-war movements, “but 
the willingness of Native Americans to assert publicly their identity was the biggest contributor 
to this growth.”  The 1960s brought an important change within the census bureau and its 45
classification process by allowing individuals to choose their own race. Before this change, 
43 ​Oakley, Christopher Arris. Keeping the Circle: American Indian Identity in Eastern North Carolina, 1885–2004. 
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2005. p. 62 
44 ​Oakley, Christopher Arris. Keeping the Circle: American Indian Identity in Eastern North Carolina, 1885–2004. 
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2005. p. 101 
45 ​I​bid. 
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census takers classified individuals based on their own assumptions of the person’s physical 
characteristics and skin color.  46
Sociologist Beth Latshaw explains that ​food is inherently intertwined with religion, 
culture, and race/ethnicity, “as it plays a central role in building social cohesion/solidarity for 
spiritual and ethnic groups, confirmed by the persistent presence and usage of food in religious 
rituals, celebrations, gatherings, festivals, and ethnic enclaves.”  ​The sorghum harvesting and 47
Pow Wows were all events centered around food that brought the tribe together in shared cultural 
experiences. Food is not just something tangential to Coharie life, but instead is at the center of 
it. 
The foodways of the Coharie tribe are able to help define both the group’s distinctive 
culture and history. Many scholars of Southern food studies acknowledge that “food can 
reinforce a group’s distinctiveness— as in Christians drinking grape juice/wine and consuming 
bread during Communion and Jews consuming matzo during Passover— thereby fortifying the 
group’s symbolic boundaries and marking its uniqueness from outsiders.”  Certain foods and 48
plants like sorghum have become traditional to the tribe. Sorghum is not a native crop, but was 
brought to the Americas from Africa during the transatlantic slave trade.  These crops aren’t 49
unique to the tribe, but the ways in which they grow, harvest, and consume them are unique to 
the Coharie experience.  
 
 
46 ​Ibid. 
47 ​Latshaw, B. A. (n.d.). The Soul of the South: Race, Food, and Identity in the American South. In ​The Larder: 
Food Studies Methods from the American South​. p. 100 
48 ​Ibid. 
49 ​Lundy, Ronni. ​Sorghum’s savor.​ Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2015. p. 12 
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Kinship Connections 
 
During one of my visits with the Coharie, I stayed at the house of Carol Brewington, a 
prominent woman in the tribe known for her legacy of community organizing and skilled 
craftwork. Her kitchen table was covered in beads, feathers, and other materials for projects in 
process, including many for the upcoming powwow. In her interview with the Southern Oral 
History Program, she describes growing up with sharecropping parents who had to move the 
family each year because they didn’t have a lot of money.  
“We didn’t think of us as being poor [...] Even when I don’t have anything I don’t think 
of myself as being poor because I’ve got me! You know, I have me! And me is like I said, a lot 
of things. It’s my children. It’s that family that I know that’s me. Because that I’m never without. 
[...] Same way, I think, with the community. And I think you can only feel that way, though, if 
what you have belongs to them too.”  Other members of the tribe I’ve talked with have 50
expressed similar sentiments. Although many of them grew up poor in sharecropping families, 
they didn’t see themselves as poor because they held steadfast to their sense of community, 
which meant making sure no one went without.  
Philip and Danny Bell grew tobacco when they were young, like so many others in the 
area did at the time. “Danny had a tobacco harvester, but our neighbor with six children couldn’t 
50 ​Interview with Carol Brewington by Jill Hemming, 7 October 1996 (G-0189), in the Southern Oral 
History Program Collection #4007, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill. 
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afford one,” Philip told me. To ensure that both families could successfully harvest their crop, 
Danny would let their neighbor borrow his harvester for three days a week, and then Danny and 
Philip would use it for two. The neighbor’s kids would also come over to help Danny and Philip 
harvest by hand. “And it was like that with a lot of other things, too,” Philip explained. “Pea 
shillings, corn shuckings, hog killings. It wasn’t that you planted and then asked for help. People 
would just show up.”  51
One of the main tenets of Coharie culture is kinship: not only connections through blood 
ties, but through a sharing of origins, history, and community. Although there are many large 
families within the tribe, these connections typically go beyond family ties and extend to the 
greater tribal community. Many of the Coharie elders grew up in similar circumstances as Carol 
Brewington and Philip and Danny Bell did, in a time where financial and social opportunities 
were scarce, but tribal bonds were strong. This helped foster an environment of collaboration and 
generosity that now extends into the garden and other tribal initiatives. 
 
 
Chubby’s Front Yard Garden 
One tribal member called Chubby converted his front yard into an expansive vegetable 
garden that’s evolved into his passion project. Chubby’s garden, like the community garden, is a 
method for preservation of cultural ties to meaningful crops, to other members of the tribe, and 
their traditional ways of producing and preparing food. Chubby has spent most of his life in 
Sampson County. Like Raeford, he recalls that only the farmers with money had tractors when 
51 ​Bell, Philip Interview, March 18 2019. 
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he was growing up. Everyone else had mules. “Everything has changed, really.”  He farmed for 52
a year when he was nineteen, then move on to Lundy’s Packing Company to make better pay.  
“I worked on the kill floor. That was killin’ ‘em, guttin’ ‘em, and gettin’ ‘em prepared,” 
he explained. “I worked on the kill floor the whole time I was there.” He started off working with 
a vat that pigs were dipped into to pull the hair off of them. His work ethic helped move him up 
through the ranks, and he was eventually promoted to training new hires-- meaning he had to 
master all the jobs on the kill floor. He enjoyed the job, and stayed there for thirty years. After 
leaving Lundy’s, he worked as a painter for years before an accident left him unable to work. To 
fill his time, he started growing food, transforming his front yard into an expansive home garden. 
Like the Coharie tribal community garden, he gives away a nearly all of the food he produces. 
After my visit with him, I left with a handful of squash and the largest watermelon I’ve ever laid 
eyes on.  
He noted that even with modernization, industrialization, and new technology, it’s still 
hard for people living in rural areas to access fresh, local, healthy food. He used the Food Lion in 
Clinton as an example: They ship in their produce from specified warehouses that are far from 
local, even though they are sending the produce to one of the most agricultural areas of the state. 
“They don’t buy local. They don’t buy from people like me.” For the last twenty-five years, the 
Piggly Wiggly would buy his produce, including peas, watermelon, and okra, but that grocery 
store shut down. He said that most of the produce that is grown locally also goes to warehouses, 
including a Food Lion warehouse in Harnett County, where it is then shipped out to different 
stores across the state and country. In short, the industry is making it hard for local people to find 
52 ​Chubby Interview, July 31 2018.  
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local and native foods. Lois Lorraine Stevenson of the Oneida Tribe of Indians in Wisconsin 
argues that Western ideologies around food production have led to the “the abandonment of 
many traditional foodways and the communal practices that have long kept cultures and people 
alive.”  53
 Chubby’s garden, like the Coharie tribal garden, is working against that. He believes that 
giving away his produce is helping to build positivity in the  community. When he goes into 
town or goes to church on Sunday, he will often run into people who tell him how much they 
enjoyed the produce he’s given to them. “I didn’t remember giving them anything,” he said. But 
then he recalled that he invited one elder to take whatever she wanted for herself and also as 
much as she wanted to give to others. Known to the community as Sis, she would come harvest 
from his garden not only to provide for herself, but for other elders as well. Many of the 
vegetables he grows are ones he’s eaten his whole life. He’s also tried other small scale farming 
ventures like raising hogs and goats, but there wasn’t enough money in them for him to keep 
them up. “The big men around here is making the money off stuff like that,” he said. In a sea of 
large-scale hog and tobacco farms, Chubby’s small, yet prolific and diverse vegetable garden, is 
reviving the spiritual and cultural aspects of growing and giving food that are at the center of 
Coharie history and culture.  
 
A Place to Heal and Learn 
 
53 ​Stevens, Lois Lorraine. "Trusting the Culture in our Food Overcoming Barriers for Sustainable Indigenous 
Foodways." Order No. 1583982, University of Kansas, 2014.  
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In many ways, it acts in conjunction with the tribal garden, Pow Wow, and other cultural 
events or spaces that encourage community strength and resilience. “I think the community 
garden has brought us together in a way that we were together in years growing up, around fish 
frys and other cultural events,” Danny Bell noted.  Not only has the garden brought the tribe 54
closer together, but it has allowed a chance for those outside of the tribe to make connections 
with the community that might otherwise would not have happened. “The community garden has 
made available to a variety of visitors and local people the opportunity to put your hands back 
into the earth and to have fellowship with each other.”  55
Danny Bell also believes the garden and similar projects offer the potential to heal 
historical trauma and oppression through communication and storytelling. “In society, we are the 
most invisible group in this country. It seems like everything revolves around the Civil War and 
slavery up to the present. Most of that leaves the American Indian community out. And not that 
the community garden will fix all that, but it is an opportunity for people to gather, think, and 
talk about ourselves, to share stories, to reminisce about the good ol’ days.”  The garden 56
provides the opportunity for tribal members to reconnect with their culture and each other, but it 
also allows for those outside of the community to come and learn about Coharie culture firsthand 
while working alongside tribal elders, leaders, and youth. It is a way for the tribe to assert their 
place in history and tell the stories that are missing from our local, regional, and national history. 
In the short time I’ve been working with the tribe, I’ve brought several friends down with 
me to Sampson County to help out with the garden workdays. Everyone I know who has worked 
with the tribe is always eager to come back, not only to help out with the garden, but to listen to 
54 ​Bell, Danny Interview. 31 July 2018. 
55 ​Ibid.  
56 ​Ibid.  
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the stories from older tribal members as well. The garden provides a place of community 
celebration, but it is also a classroom that educates youth and others outside the tribe about 
Coharie history and cultural traditions. This is especially true during the sorghum harvest, where 
the most hands are needed to help out with the labor-intensive process. Next season, the Coharie 
plan to have their biggest sorghum harvest yet. Last year they produced more syrup than ever 
before, but much of their crop was damaged in the heavy storms and hurricanes that passed 
through the region. The garden is watered only by the rain (or “the good Lord,” as Philip Bell 
puts it), and while this water is a source of life for the garden and the tribe, it has also been an 
obstacle to many of the tribe’s endeavors. 
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Chapter Three: Water 
 
Like any plot of land, the Coharie Tribal Community Garden relies on water as a source 
of life and growth. But water also takes on different meanings for tribal members that go far 
beyond the element’s physical qualities and functions: It also holds significant spiritual and 
cultural meanings for the Coharie and other American Indian groups. It has come to symbolize 
many things across different cultures, but it is often associated with fostering spiritual life and 
healing in many tribes.  The Great Coharie River, which runs through the heart of Sampson 57
county and is located just a few hundred yards away from the community garden, is a central, 
grounding part of Coharie culture. ​The tribe first came to the area surrounding Sampson County 
in the early decades of the 1700s by way of the river, and it was this body of water that gave the 
tribe its name. ​It is described by the tribal center as “​a significant source of subsistence for the 
Coharie people” and “a tradition and a cleansing energy.”  Over the course of the tribe’s history 58
in the area, the river became the center of the group’s activities and identity. It was a place of 
refuge, spiritual rejuvenation, physical nourishment, and celebration in fellowship with one 
another. 
Yet over the last half of the twentieth century, the river has endured significant damage 
and pollution due to both natural causes and human activity. Most notably, beavers began to 
quickly overpopulate the river when they entered the county in the 1970s. The river was already 
characterized by its slow-moving water, and the influx of beaver dams slowed the water’s flow 
57 ​LaPier, Rosalyn R. 2017. “Why is water sacred to Native Americans?” ​Open Rivers: Rethinking Water, Place & 
Community​, no. 8. ​http://editions.lib.umn.edu/openrivers/article/why-is-water-sacred-to-native-americans/​. 
58 ​"Great Coharie River Initiative." Coharie Tribe. Accessed March 15, 2019. 
https://coharietribe.org/programs/great-coharie-river-initiative/. 
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to the point where it was no longer navigable by boats. Major hurricanes Fran and Floyd came 
through the region in the 1990s and caused extensive damage that made the river completely 
unusable and unnavigable.  In 2015, members of the tribe created a new course of action to 59
preserve culture and environmental stewardship: Philip Bell and Greg Jacobs began the Great 
Coharie River Initiative, which aims to clean and revive the river so that the community can 
enjoy its healing benefits.  
 
The River’s Refuge 
 
The river was a place of solace and belonging in a world where so many places and social 
events were off limits for many of the Coharie during segregation. Several older tribal members 
remember being denied the right to enter or stay in many stores, shops, and restaurants in town 
as children. The river became their safe haven, a place that would always be there to welcome 
and protect them. In an article for the ​Sampson Independent​, Philip Bell explained how the river 
acted as their main provider of recreation as children. “We didn't go to town and play on some 
sports team. You were lucky if you finished all the work in the field, and all your chores around 
the house and your daddy let you go down to the river with friends.”  60
One day as Greg Jacobs, the tribal administrator, was driving through the streets 
downtown Clinton, he recalled how he was not allowed to sit in certain establishments in town 
when he was growing up in the 1950s and early 1960s. One day when he was a child, his mother 
had given him a quarter to get a cherry orangeade in the Clinton drugstore.​ “I went up on the 
59 ​Carter, Kristy D. "Solitude on the Coharie." ​The Sampson Independent,​ ​TCA Regional News,​ Jun 20, 2017. 
60 ​Carter, Kristy D. “Restoring life to the great coharie”.​ The Sampson Independent, TCA Regional News, ​Feb 27, 
2017. 
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stool and the man told me I had to get down,” he remembered.  Today, the streets of downtown 61
Clinton are a lot less busier than they used to be. Many storefronts are empty and there are little 
to no pedestrians as strip malls centered around local highways are now the most popular places 
to shop, eat, and run errands. These strip malls have hit local businesses hard, not unlike the way 
industrial agriculture has taken over the area. The lack of local business has had significant 
economic impact on the area as the county’s private sector remains dominated by an increasingly 
consolidated number of industrial farming operations and corporate-owned businesses.   62
Philip Bell says that one main goal of the initiative is to increase tourism in the area in 
order to help the local economy. “In the state, the three chief economic markets are-- number one 
is agriculture, number two is military, number three is tourism,” he explained. “And in Sampson 
County, the only tourism we have pretty much is Hubb’s Farm  down here, and then we have 63
some fairly decent restaurants and a couple of bed and breakfasts. But other than that, we don’t 
have any tourism, and that’s why I’m pushing this tourism business, getting the rivers cleaned 
out so people can kayak, and bring ‘em in so we can get some heads into beds, people coming 
through here and spending some money.”  Restoring the river will not only make its resources 64
available to the tribe again, but it will also allow for new economic opportunities that could bring 
positive financial benefits to the greater community. The industrial agriculture’s dominance over 
the landscape has limited these types of opportunities in the past, but now the tribe is taking 
initiative to help energize the county’s economy through this project. 
61 ​Jacobs, Greg Interview. 2018. 
62 ​"Sampson County Largest Employers." Sampson County Economic Development Commission. Accessed March 
07, 2019. http://www.sampsonedc.org/page/largest-employers.html. 
63 ​Hubb’s Farm and Corn Maze is a family-owned agritourism business created in 2008 on land formerly used to 
grow tobacco and other crops. 
64 ​Bell, Philip Interview. 31 July 2018. 
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 Revitalizing Recreation 
 
Although water symbolizes life and healing, it has also been a source of pain and 
frustration for the tribe. ​Tribal members and other volunteers have worked steadily over the past 
few years to create a navigable corridor through the river accessible for kayaking and canoeing, 
but a number of setbacks have impeded much of the initiative’s progress. ​In 2016, Hurricane 
Matthew completely demolished all of the debris clean up that had been done the year prior, and 
even more damage since then, including​ “more hurricanes, storms, and flooding that have 
hindered the project’s timeline of completion.”  Yet the tribe remains optimistic about the 65
river’s future potential. Like the soil, the river was a significant source of food and life for the 
Coharie for generations. Restoring the river will reintroduce opportunities for hunting, fishing, 
exercise, and recreation that have not been accessible for decades, but have been important parts 
of tribal culture for centuries. One example of a lost tradition is fish frys, which centered around 
food that was caught and prepared by the tribe. These were common community gathering 
spaces that fostered intergenerational fellowship around food, but they are not prevalent today 
due to the river’s decline. When I asked Danny Bell if he could describe some of his most vivid 
memories of growing up in the area, he listed off a few of the most important components of his 
childhood: Church, family, and fish.“We were always fishing,” he remembered. 
 ​Another goal of the river project is rekindling interest among young people to kayak, 
fish, hunt, and simply go outside to enjoy their natural surroundings like Philip, Danny, Greg, 
65 ​Carter, Kristy D. "Solitude on the Coharie." ​TCA Regional News,​ Jun 20, 2017. 
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and so many other youth in the tribe did in the past. “You’re not bringing your cell phone out. 
You’re not engaging in mindless things. It’s about being in nature,” Danny Bell explained. “You 
don’t go there wanting to listen to nature, but you do. It’s sort of transforming our spiritual life 
into reconnecting us with the past as we prepare ourselves for the future.”  66
Tribal leaders also see the initiative as an opportunity to introduce Coharie youth to their 
tribe’s spiritual and ethnic traditions that have faded over time. A study by Dr. Paul R. 
Smokowski and other scholars at the UNC Chapel Hill School of Social Work that focuses on 
the impact of ethnic and spiritual identity in Lumbee youth can also help us understand similar 
ways in which engagement with ethnic and spiritual traditions can positively affect youth in the 
Coharie tribe. The study notes that there is a lack of research on the impact of identity on 
American Indian youth mental health, and it warns against generalizing their findings because of 
the specific geography and socio-economic circumstances of the tribe. Yet while these two tribes 
have distinct cultural and historical differences, they also share similarities, especially due to 
their proximity to each other in Eastern North Carolina. The Lumbee and Coharie tribes have 
faced similar histories of erasure and isolation in this region of the state, and therefore these 
findings are worth mentioning here because they could possibly show insight into the impact of 
identity and spirituality on Coharie youth as well. There are also indigenous youth in the state 
who have parents that are from different tribes, and so this study could potentially be useful to 
understanding interventions for Coharie youth that have familial connections to the Lumbee 
tribe.  
66 ​Bell, Danny Interview. 31 July 2018. 
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The study found that youth who were engaged in their ethnic and spiritual traditions were 
more aware of their histories, had greater respect for their elders, and ultimately had a strong 
“sense of their place within the larger cultural group. [...] The awareness that comes with ethnic 
identity serves to heighten understanding of the social and historical context, increasing 
adolescents’ hopes that the future will be better because of the group’s past and present efforts.”
 The project to restore the Great Coharie goes beyond simply restoring the physical qualities of 67
the water and the resources it provides. It seeks to restore pride and unity within the tribe’s 
collective identity by strengthening or reintroducing traditional medicines and foodways that 
have been recently forgotten, but were at the center of their culture for centuries. Once the river 
is once again usable and navigable, it has the potential to offer physical, mental, nutritional, and 
spiritual health benefits to the tribe that have been absent for decades. By encouraging tribal 
youth to engage with the river, the Coharie are providing them with a way to connect to their 
past, understand their identity, and have a more positive outlook toward the future.  
 
Bringing their Heart Back 
 
The river initiative and the community garden might seem like different projects with 
different goals and outcomes, but ultimately they are both working towards the same results of 
sovereignty, environmental and social justice, and cultural preservation for the tribe. They both 
aim to return access and control of the land and water to the Coharie community. They both are 
autonomous projects of the tribal members, but they also work with outside partners like the 
67 ​Smokowski, P.R., Evans, C.B.R., Cotter, K.L. et al. J Youth Adolescence (2014) 43: 343. 
https://doi-org.libproxy.lib.unc.edu/10.1007/s10964-013-9992-7 
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UNC Chapel-Hill American Indian Center and Resourceful Communities, a program of The 
Conservation Fund, to meet their goals. The tribe utilizes coalition building strategies to 
maximize their impacts and reach goals by recruiting volunteers, securing funding, developing 
applicable research, and accessing a variety of other resources. 
Another shared trait of these projects is their capacity to facilitate spiritual healing and 
rejuvenation. Spirituality is at the core of Coharie culture. Local churches have been the main 
gathering places for the tribe for a long time, and they continue to be at the center of the 
community today. The river is a natural counterpart to these houses of worship: In the past, it 
was commonly used for baptisms and spiritual fellowship.  The tribe also sees the food that 68
comes from both the land and water as sacred, because they are gifts from God meant to be 
shared with others. Just like how the garden gives away most of the food produced, the river 
initiative aims to create a shared sacred resource for all community members. The connection of 
these initiatives to spiritual and cultural Coharie institutions are critical for their survival and 
success.  
The website for the river initiative details some of the initiative’s goals, actions, and 
intentions: “The Coharie People have decided to bring their heart back,” it states. “They are 
clearing their river, cleaning their river, and loving their river. Most importantly, they are 
exercising stewardship of their river.”  The tribe sees the Great Coharie as ​their ​river. This 69
doesn’t necessarily mean the Coharie people see themselves as owners of the river, but they see 
it as theirs to take care of, to learn from, and to enjoy. In turn, the river takes care of them. By 
68 ​Carter, Kristy D. “Restoring life to the great coharie”.​ The Sampson Independent, TCA Regional News, ​Feb 27, 
2017 
69 ​"Great Coharie River Initiative." Coharie Tribe. Accessed March 15, 2019. 
https://coharietribe.org/programs/great-coharie-river-initiative/. 
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claiming their right to the river, the restoration project also functions as an act of resistance 
against the economy shaped around them by colonizers​.​ Claiming rights to “land, territory, seeds 
and resources” establishes opposition to the “commoditization and privatization of nature.” They 
“signify a rejection of the liberal order in which the right to private property trumps other human 
rights.”  Similar to the way the garden is promoting food sovereignty within the tribe, the river 70
initiative is promoting sovereignty and stewardship over the land and water on which the tribe 
resides. ​Sovereignty is concerned with gaining control; not necessarily control over the 
environment, but control over ability to choose how one wants to interact with the environment 
around them and being able to do so without restraint. 
Resourceful Communities, one of the organizations that works with the tribe on both the 
river and garden initiatives, defines food sovereignty as “​the basic right of people to choose the 
food they consume, as well as where and how it is produced,” and they acknowledge that social 
and economic barriers (especially limited access to land, water, and capital) that limit these 
abilities for marginalized populations are at the root of food insecurity and environmental 
injustices in our nation.  ​It is common knowledge that Native American tribes have had their 71
resources and capital stolen from them in since the start of U.S. colonization.Yet what is not as 
widely understood is the fact that these tribes are still facing the same issues of stolen resources 
and suppressed cultural expression, just in different ways than they were in the past.  
Rayna Green acknowledges how these forms of injustice have shifted, yet persisted over time: 
“In spite of the good press, Native food and foodways are, as ever, subject to massive assaults on 
70 ​Claeys, Priscilla. ​Human Rights and the Food Sovereignty Movement: Reclaiming Control.​ 9 Jan 2015. London: 
Routledge. p. 50 
71 ​Community Food Sovereignty. (n.d.). Retrieved from 
https://www.conservationfund.org/projects/community-food-sovereignty 
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their maintenance and survival. What hunters, hatmakers, the cavalry, miners, and trains didn’t 
deplete or destroy in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, industrial and domestic polluters, 
ranchers, big farmers, dams, cities, and roads rolled over in the twentieth century.”  The same 72
structures of power continue to assert themselves in the same manners, just through different 
methods and technologies. 
 
Reclaiming the River 
 
While the tribe is presently working to bring back their river and reclaim ownership of it, 
it is important to recognize these power structures and other factors that led to the river’s 
resources and recreational benefits lying dormant for decades. In the 1990s, the government 
provided subsidized beaver mitigation to help clear the water, but it was ultimately unsuccessful 
and efforts were brought to a halt. Before 2015, state policies were put into effect that restricted 
access to many parts of the river for the general public.  The water’s quality has been impacted 73
by the industrial agriculture businesses surrounding the river. Runoff from livestock production 
(predominantly concentrated animal feeding operations, or CAFOs) and field crops have caused 
nutrient pollution, and the bufferless ditches around nearly all of the agricultural fields in the area 
speed this pollutive process along.  These roadblocks prohibited the tribe to access a natural 74
resource that had been vital to their culture and community for centuries, and many of them were 
72 ​Green, Rayna. (n.d.). Mother Corn and the Dixie Pig: Native Food in the Native South. In ​The Larder: Food 
Studies Methods from the American South​. Pp. 155-156. 
73 ​"Great Coharie River Initiative." Coharie Tribe. Accessed March 07, 2019. 
https://coharietribe.org/programs/great-coharie-river-initiative/. 
74 ​“A Watershed Moment: Tales of the Coharie People and River.” Accessed March 9th, 2019. 
http://watershed.web.unc.edu/the-coharie-river/water-quality/. See also: NC DENR. ​Final Great Coharie Creek 
Local Watershed Plan: Watershed Assessment Report, October 2014. 
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constructed, intentionally or not, by the white society and economy that formed around the tribe. 
Colonization, resource extraction, and the subsequent industrialization of agriculture not only 
took away land and culture for tribes like the Coharie, but they also took with them important 
food traditions. 
In working towards food sovereignty, it is necessary to understand that institutional 
injustices facing Southern Native communities are not relics of the region’s dark past. They still 
exist today, although they might manifest in different ways than before: “​In spite of the good 
press, Native food and foodways are, as ever, subject to massive assaults on their maintenance 
and survival,” explains Rayna Green. “What hunters, hatmakers, the cavalry, miners, and trains 
didn’t deplete or destroy in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, industrial and domestic 
polluters, ranchers, big farmers, dams, cities, and roads rolled over in the twentieth century.”  75
Although there have been numerous nonprofits, journalists, and partners who have documented 
and assisted with the river and garden initiatives, the fact remains that the systemic depletion of 
Native natural resources has been ongoing throughout history, and is prevalent in our society 
today.  
One case study on food justice methods in different communities of color in the South 
emphasized that although each ethnic or racial group has its own unique history that defines the 
group’s individuality, “the similarities between marginalized agricultural communities in the 
U.S. South emphasize the importance of viewing acts of food autonomy as self-conscious 
survival mechanisms deeply rooted in historic experience that sustain the physical, 
75 ​Green, Rayna. (n.d.). Mother Corn and the Dixie Pig: Native Food in the Native South. In ​The Larder: Food 
Studies Methods from the American South​. pp. 155-156 
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psychological, political, economic,and cultural health of a given community.”  Other Native 76
American tribes, as well as other communities of color in the region, have faced similar issues 
across the American South. The survival of Coharie foodways can ensure the survival of the 
tribe, despite the external factors that have impeded the group’s health and sovereignty. The 
article also states that there is a recognized need for “new, innovative, and transformative 
intervention strategies and policies that use traditional food systems to make long-term 
improvements in the health of Indigenous Peoples,” and that this is particularly true for groups 
who “recognize that health encompasses physical, mental, social and spiritual dimensions and 
regard food as affecting all of these dimensions.”  The Coharie are combining new approaches 77
to traditional practices in order to take back control over parts of their food system.  
The Coharie tribe’s history is characterized by their ability to protect themselves from the 
injustices, both explicit and implicit, that have been put upon them by colonizers and the results 
of their exploitative industrial practices. The case study describes that these injustices have 
always existed since colonization began, just under different historical circumstances: ​“​For 
marginalized farmers and fisherfolk in the U.S. South, sustained resistance to oppressive, and 
sometimes life-threatening, policies on local, state, and federal levels has characterized their 
collective American experience […] Thus, the effects of globalization, neoliberalism, and global 
agribusiness that small-scale agriculturalists in the South are facing today are hardly new 
experiences.”  This again emphasizes the impact a long history of oppression can have on 78
76 ​Desmarais, Annette Aurelie., Priscilla Claeys, and Amy Trauger. ​Public Policies for Food Sovereignty: Social 
Movements and the State​. London: Routledge. 7 Sept. 2017. p. 194 
77 ​Kuhnlein, H.V., Erasmus, B., and Spigelski, D.. Indigenous Peoples' Food Systems and Well-Being : 
Interventions and Policies for Healthy Communities. Rome: FAO/CINE, 2012. Accessed March 7, 2019. ProQuest 
Ebook Central. p. 240 
78 ​Desmarais, Annette Aurelie., Priscilla Claeys, and Amy Trauger. ​Public Policies for Food Sovereignty: Social 
Movements and the State​. London: Routledge. 7 Sept. 2017. p. 196 
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current landscapes of power. In Eastern North Carolina, this is especially true in both 
government and agriculture because their influences are historically intertwined.  
Tribal resistance to assimilation and oppression today looks different than it did decades 
ago, but it still works toward the same goals of survival, self-sufficiency, and sovereignty in the 
face of a dominant colonial culture characterized by economies that has damaged the water and 
soil. ​The river is just as critical to the tribe’s foodways as the land is, and its significance has 
declined much in the same way the progression of industrial agriculture has diminished the 
tribe’s connection to the land. ​The Coharie tribe’s relationship to farming and fishing has 
changed over time as a result of these practices, but ultimately these tribal led initiatives have 
shown success in restoring the most important aspects of the group’s traditions and collective 
identity. ​The continued efforts to restore the river are a testament to the water’s significance and 
the community’s resilience.  
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Conclusion 
 
The Coharie Community Garden had a marvelously successful season this year, despite 
the hurricanes and other unanticipated setbacks. Volunteers harvested thousands of pounds of 
potatoes, a huge trailer load of sorghum, and large yields of melons, greens, squash, and other 
fresh produce. The garden’s success is evident through its large harvest yield and ability to feed 
people, but its success should also be measured by the ways in which it acts as a tool of justice, 
healing, and celebration for the tribe.  
Testimonies from tribal members reveal that the success of the garden comes from the 
fact that it is maintained by the community it serves rather than outsiders. Initiatives like these 
must reflect a community’s own view of the world in order for them to accomplish goals that 
align with their own priorities and the values within their environment.  If the garden had been 79
created to provide food for the tribe without input and leadership from the tribe, it certainly 
would not have the same impact it shows today. It addresses the needs of the community because 
it is maintained and tailored to fit expressed community needs. 
In order to create better food systems in local areas and beyond, it is critical to consider 
indigenous cultures as deserving of respect and preservation. Many of the health disparities 
within Native American communities stem from the physical and cultural genocide that has 
stripped communities of their land, resources, and foodways, and although progress has been 
made for Native rights over the past several decades, the Coharie and other tribes still face 
prejudices, injustices and inequalities today that are both current and historically residual. For the 
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Coharie, this has manifested most severely in the degradation of the river and transformation of 
land resulting from harmful agricultural practices.  
Southern history and culture is dominated by the backdrop of an agricultural economy, 
and the complex social issues derived from it. ​The garden acts in defiance of the colonial and 
capitalist barriers placed on the land of  Native American communities, and its upkeep utilizes 
practices that are much more environmentally conscious than the industrial farms that surround 
it. The garden’s existence is a testament to the importance of traditional indigenous foodways 
and production practices in strengthening rural Native communities. 
Indigenous groups and other communities of color in the South are also some of the most 
at risk for being negatively affected by our nation’s current food systems. The country’s most 
food insecure areas are predominantly communities of color in the South and Indigenous 
communities in other regions like the Apache and Navajo tribes in New Mexico.  Initiatives like 80
the garden and river projects that promote sovereignty, autonomy, and social justice within 
indigenous rural communities have the potential to strengthen tribal communities and restore 
some of the power that has been systematically taken from them over time.  
While the garden by no means alleviates all of the food insecurity and malnutrition issues 
that the tribe and other local communities face, it is a critical tool in reaching a more just and 
equitable food system. Because the garden has produced beneficial assets to those involved with 
or impacted by it, it can be used as a model for other communities facing similar situations. A 
study on indigenous nutrition interventions states that “When nutrition interventions have 
positive results, their scaling up to other communities and regions is an additional mark of 
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success.”  Based on my interviews of those involved with the garden, it is clear that the garden 81
qualifies an intervention with positive results. Therefore, the Coharie garden can be considered 
as a model for other Native American groups with similar histories and circumstances.  
Although it has existed for nearly a decade now, the garden is only just beginning to 
bloom. Each year the project produces more food, attracts more volunteers, and has a wider 
impact than the year before. With continued and increased external and community support, it 
could become a successful model for other rural indigenous groups whose diets are impacted and 
influenced by food access issues, industrialization, and environmental degradation. There are 
already other programs out there making similar efforts, as evidenced by ​Trusting the Culture in 
our Food​ by Lois Lorraine Stevens and other case studies on community gardens referenced in 
this work. My hope is that this thesis will work together with these other papers, studies, and 
books to create a more holistic understanding of how rebuilding connections to traditional and 
culturally important foodways can help rebuild pride, traditions, and physical and spiritual health 
in Native communities.  
At my last meeting with Philip Bell and Greg Jacobs, we sat together in Greg’s office 
talking about the past and how the garden has changed over the years. We talked about how all 
aspects of food, from growing to harvest, from fishing to hunting, from cooking to consumption, 
were all important communal activities for the tribe in the past, especially during their 
childhoods. Philip remembered how just a few years ago, many of the tribal elders would come 
to sit under tents at the garden’s edge to observe workdays and mingle with each other. Philip 
believed they enjoyed being out there because they could reflect on the time when living off the 
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land together was an integral part of their lives. Greg agreed, and noted that you could feel an 
extra warmth in the garden on the days when the elders came out and shared stories. “And the 
sad part is, that was three years ago, and they’re just about gone.” Philip said. “It’s a sad thing. I 
look around and I see that we’re the next ones in line here. And when we’re gone, honestly, 
when our generation is gone, no one will ever have any idea or any concept of what we’re 
talking about right now. About how it was back in the day.”  My hope is that this work will, in 82
some small way, help preserve these memories of the past, so that future generations can learn 
from these elders, their memories, and their perspective of the world around them. 
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